THE    GALLERY    OF    EMANCIPATORS
John Smith was a plain Englishman of no great
ittainments and of somewhat poor physique, but of
i brave spirit, who, entering the service of the
London Missionary Society, went out in 1817 to
British Guiana to minister to the slaves on the plan-
;ations of that Colony. The instructions given to him
Dy the Board of his Society were very explicit, and
ivere characteristic of the timidity and nervousness
which is often shown by organised Societies towards
controversial issues. John Smith was instructed to
preach the Gospel, but he was to take the utmost
care not to make the slaves discontented with their
lot! John Smith honestly endeavoured to carry
out the instructions given to him, but circumstances
were too much for him.
He threw himself into his work of preaching and
catechising with such energy that the little chapel on
the plantation was crowded to overflowing, and
became, we are told, " a centre of hope and a har-
bour of refuge " for the oppressed and forlorn slaves.
Smith was permitted to teach the free people to
read, but not the slaves ; yet somehow the enslaved
people learned to read, either from hymn-book or
catechism, or other indirect means. They were
eager for knowledge in spite of the floggings inflicted
on those who were caught, or suspected of trying to
learn. All this time the conscience of John Smith
as he witnessed the treatment of the slaves was
becoming deeply stirred. He wrote home a clear
statement of the conditions on the plantations, on